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.. and-political “affairs on the continents, have been outside the areas.of major interest:to.
“world powers. Recently, however, a number of factors, including requrrements for spaceff‘ *

“have focused attention on the islands. At the same time as outside evénts are giving the -
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POWER POLITICS DRIFT INTO THE WESTERN lNDlAN“

The islands of the western Indian Ocean, for over a century isolated erm

exploration, the need for transoceanic communications, and the ¢closing of: the Suez Canal,

islands new importance, the British are wuthdrawmg from the area east of 5 provoking: .
concern among some Western strategists that a '‘defense gap’ or power vacuum may be
developing, Onlv France, of the free world nations, maintains military forces:in the area. The

ASoviets have introduced a fleet and are seeking 1o increase their

" Mauritius have obtained their independence, and politicians on most of the ot

diplomatic presence.

This ‘fenewed interest by the great powers is coming at a time when the i r
undergoing internal changes after a long period of almost total inactivity. Madage

seeking some change in status asg well as broader contacts with the outside w;
the majority of the islanders remain. tQtaHy immersed in their own affasrs Com
sought to establish contacts among dlscontented elements e
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SUEZ AND THE SPACE AGE

In the early 19th century, the islands and
island groups of the western Indian Ocean—now
grouped into the political entities of the Malagasy
Republic, Mauritius, Reunion, Comoro Islands,
Seychelles, and the British Indian Ocean Terri-
tory—were important and strategically significant,
especially to the British and the French, because
they lay astride the major trade route from Eu-
rope to Asia. The opening of the Suez Canal in
1856, however, shifted the ocean lanes north-
ward, and the importance of the islands di-
minished. The closing of the Suez Canal after the:
Arab-Isracli War of 1967 and the increasing use of
supertankers too large to pass through the canal
even if it were open have once again put the
islands athwart a major trade route.
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Many strategists now Iear that ine

British withdrawal will create a “defense gap”
that the Soviets might attempt to fill,

United Kingdom: Although the British have
sought to reduce their commitments in the Indian
Ocean area, they retain two dependencies: the
Seychelles and the British Indian Ocean Territory
(BIOT). BIOT was created in 1965 by removing
the Chagos Archipelago from Mauritius, then a
British colony, and Aldabra, Farquhar, and Des-
roches from the Seychelles. BIOT was created
specifically to provide sites for military facilities
on islands with populations theoretically so small
as to cause no political difficulties. In addition to
the leased US facility on Diego Garcia, a British
military facility was planned for Aldabra. This
installation was to be used as a staging area in
connection with similar sites on Ascension Island
in the Atlantic and Gan in the Maldives, hopefully
ensuring access to the area east of Suez. The plans
for the Aldabra facility quickly came under at-
tack from conservation groups seeking to protect
the island’s unique wildlife. Such criticism, to-
gether with financial difficulties, make it improb-
able that the British will carry out their plans.
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France: France, long a major influence in
the area, seems bent on maintaining its position
and is wary of Soviet and Chinese intentions. It
retains an overseas territory, the Comoro Islands,
and an overseas department, Reunion. In addi-
tion, France still has substantial influence in its
former colony, the Malagasy Republic, and in
Mauritius, with which it has political, cultural,
and linguistic ties.

France maintains a military presence in the
Malagasy Republic, Reunion, and the Comoro
Islands. In early 1969, ground units totaled al-
most 1,800 men. In the Malagasy Republic, a
small air force unit is stationed at Ivato Airfield,
and a small naval force is headquartered at Diego
Suarez under a flag officer.

many ol the independent states or the littoral
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have beern very interested in the activities of other
nations in the area. For example, the Indians have
viewed US-UK plans for facilities in BIOT with
concern and have been especially sensitive to the
possibility that nuclear weapons might be stored
in the area. Suggestions that the islands could
provide bases for intervention forces of the type
that rescued the Congolese rebels’ white hostages
in 1965 have been particularly grating to several
African states.

CURRENT ACTIVITIES: USSR AND CHINA

USSR: The Soviets have only recently taken
a direct interest in the western Indian Ocean,
primarily in connection with their space pro-
grams. Beginning in early 1968, Soviet ships and
aircraft operated in the area in support of space
missions, providing radio communications, track-
ing, and alternate capsule recovery capability.
Zond 5, the first Soviet circumlunar mission, was
recovered in the area. These ships have obtained
provisions from Madagascar, Mauritius, and the
Seychelles, and have used anchorages in the vicin-
ity of the Seychelles and off the St. Brandon
Islands, a dependency of Mauritius.

The Soviets have an official presence only on
Mauritius, where an embassy is due to open early
in 1969. Mauritius has granted permission for
Soviet ships to use Port Louis, and a Soviet cul-
tural program is planned for 1969. The Soviets
and the Malagasy Republic have been discussing
the establishment of relations for several years, In
November, 1968, the Soviets approached the Mal-
agasy Government with a proposal for the instal-
lation of a space-tracking station, but President
Tsiranana apparently rejected the request under
strong French urging. Tsiranana remains basically
anti-Commmunist and suspicious of Soviet inten-
tions.

The Soviets have had unofficial contacts
with various groups and individuals on many of
the islands. On Mauritius, some elements in the
trade unions are affiliated with the Communist-
led World Federation of Trade Unions, and
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several labor leaders have personal contacts in
Communist countries through which they are able
to provide scholarships to Mauritians for study in
the Soviet Union and East Europe. There are
several organizations that are openly Communist,
but these have not been a significant factor in
Mauritian politics. On several other islands, the
Communists have provided direct financial sup-
port of groups and individuals as well as sponsor-
ship of scholarships and delegations to confer-
ences. The Reunion Communist Party is officially
recognized by Moscow. So far, however, the Com-
munists have not received much benefit from
these unofficial contacts because few of the in-
dividuals appear able to exert much influence on
their government or to have much of a popular
following.

Communist China: Peking has no official
presence in the western Indian Ocean. At inde-
pendence in March 1968, Mauritius recognized
the Peking government, but there has been no
exchange of representatives. There are overseas
Chinese communities on many of the islands, the
largest being the 28,000 Chinese in Mauritius.
Individual Chinese in the Mauritian community
openly support the Chinese Communist Govern-
ment, and various organizations distribute Com-
munist propaganda. Chinese merchant ships fre-
quently stop at Mauritius. The overseas Chinese
are nevertheless deeply divided among themselves
into pro-Communist and pro-Nationalist factions,
and, as small merchants and entrepreneurs, are
not able to exert much influence on the host
governments. The Chinese Communists are more
distrusted on many of the islands than are the
Soviets. Should they undertake some sort of
space program or ICBM testing program extend-
ing into the Indian Ocean, they might at some
time be interested in acquiring facilities on the
istands, but there is no firm evidence that the
Chinese have actually sought such facilities as yet.

PROBLEMS AND POLITICS OF ISOLATION
Long isolated from the mainstream of world
events, the people of the islands have been for the
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most part uninterested in world politics and pre-
occupied with their own problems. Only Mauri-
tius and the Malagasy Republic have sought and
received independence. All of the islands have
serious economic problems. The Malagasy Gov-
ernment has made little progress in developing
Madagascar’s economy since independence; the
government’s development plans have been char-
acterized as haphazard and are hampered by a
lack of technical and administrative skills.

The Mauritian economy is based almost en-
tirely on sugar, an enterprise controlled by the
minuscule Franco-Mauritian community. With all
the problems of a one-crop economy, Mauritian
efforts toward development are also hampered by
lack of administrative expertise and are made
extraordinarily difficult by rapid population
growth. Reunion, likewise dependent on sugar,
has similar problems of poverty, unemployment,
and a high cost of living, exacerbated by a rapid
population growth. In the Comoro Islands, nearly
all necessities must be imported, and Comorian
exports currently bring very low prices on a
glutted market. The Seychelles are hoping that
the opening of an international airport, construc-
tion of which has just begun, will stimulate a
tourist industry to shore up an economy almost
entirely dependent on copra.

The attitudes of the political leaders and
would-be leaders are strongly influenced by eco-
nomic realities and by the fact that they receive
subsidies from their present or former . metro-
poles. These circumstances have not prevented
them from seeking independence, however, and
their response to isolation and economic prob-
lems has varied greatly.

Malagasy Republic: Madagascar, by far the
largest and most important of the islands, became
independent in 1960. The government of Presi-
dent Tsiranana retains strong ties with France,
which furnishes advisers for both the military and
the civilian government, is the principal source of
Malagasy financial assistance as well as the
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primary trading partner, and is committed to pro-
vide for the republic’s defense. French forces sta-
tioned on Madagascar could be used to prop up
the pro-French government or to thwart a coup.
The Tsiranana government diverges from the
French line only in being very strongly anti-Com-
munist and extremely suspicious of both the So-
viets and the Chinese.

Since independence, the country has en-
joyed relative stability despite a bitter rivalry be-
tween the Merina—a plateau-dwelling people who
constitute 25 percent of the population and once
formed the ruling elite—and the ‘“‘cotier,” the
peoples of the coast. The ruling Social Demo-
cratic Party of President Tsiranana represents the
cotiers and completely dominates Malagasy politi-
cal life. The opposition Party for the Independ-
ence of Madagascar (AKFM) has received support
from Communist sources but, as the party of the
Merina minority, possesses popular backing only
in the districts in and around the capital. The
Malagasy have been politically apathetic and able
to bear up under continued economic stagnation;
Tsiranana is in firm control. His successor would
most likely be Andre Resampa, who already con-
trols the police forces and much of the party
apparatus. Resampa is much less pro-French and
more inclined toward a left-leaning, nonaligned
foreign policy. Once in power, he might offer
objections not only to a continued French mili-
tary presence on Madagascar, but also to other big
power military activities.

Mauritius: Mauritius became independent in
March 1968, a month after British troops had
been required to quell rioting between the island’s
Muslim and Creole (mixed African-Asian-French)
communities. The government of Prime Minister
Ramgoolam is based in the South Asian com-
munity, consisting of Muslims and Hindus; the
opposition party is based primarily on the Creole
minority backed by the financial support of the
sugar interests. Hard pressed to deal with the
problems of a one-crop economy and serious
overpopulation, Ramgoolam’s foreign policy has
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been somewhat conditioned by the need for eco-
nomic assistance. The government has sought as-
sistance from both East and West.

Ramgoolam still maintains close connections
with the British, who provide advisers for the
police forces, and Mauritius remains a member of
the Commonwealth. Ties have also been sought
with France and the French-speaking nations;
early this year, Mauritius became a member of the
African-Malagasy Common Organization, an eco-
nomic-political association of French-speaking
African nations. Relations with the US have been
friendly, and the government has cordially re-
ceived American ships stopping at Port Louis,
especially since they provide valuable foreign ex-
change. Contacts with the USSR have increased,
with the Soviets establishing an embassy and ap-
parently planning a cultural program.

Reunion: Largest in population of the non-
indepenclent islands, Reunion is an overseas de-
partment of France and is represented in the
French parliament by Michel Debre, the French
foreign minister. There appears to be little pres-
sure for any change in status as long as France
continues its present policies and economic assist-
ance. Moreover, the Reunionese are politically
apathetic and do not participate significantly in
the government, which is staffed by metropolitan
Frenchmen. The Reunion Communist Party ap-
pears to be the only permanently organized politi-
cal group on the island and has only a small,
though well-disciplined, membership. The party
bases its program on economic issues and stands
for some measure of autonomy, but does not
appear to have any wide following. It is rec-
ognized by Moscow, and has frequently de-
nounced what it terms the irruption of American
imperialism into the western Indian Ocean.

Comoro Islands: Internal autonomy was
granted to the Comoro Islands, an overseas terri-
tory within the French community, in December
1967. A council of ministers, dominated by the
lighter skinned Arab aristocracy, bears
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responsibility for internal affairs. The highly con-
servative Comorian leaders, probably mindful of
their dependence on continued French financial
assistance, have not voiced sentiments for inde-
pendence. The example of Zanzibar, where the
darker skinned people rose murderously against
the aristocracy shortly after independence and
overthrew the government, may also cause the
aristocratic Comorian leaders to hesitate about
asking for independence. If independence were
requested, however, there is little doubt that Paris

25X1

would grant it; the islands are a drain on France
and of little apparent value. A liberation group,
the Movement for the National Liberation of the
Comoros (MOLINACQ), is centered in the ex-
patriate Comorian community in Dar es Salaam.
This group appears to have little support in the

islands
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[It is alleged that MOLINACO has

received support from Cairo and Moscow and the
student rioting of 1968 is generally believed to

have been encouraged by the group.

ISLANDS OF THE WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN

Country Population/Area

Malagasy Republic 6,582,000/230,000 sg. mi.

Mauritius 797,000/720 sg. mi.

Reunion 433,000/970 sqg. mi.

Comoro Islands 244,000/838 sqg. mi.

Ethnic Division

Merina (Malayo-Indo) 25%
Coastal peoples 74%
Others 1%

Asians 67%
Creoles 29%
Chinese 3.5%
French 0.5%

Mixed
(French, African, Chinese,
Indian, Malagasy)

Mixed
(Malagasy, Arab, African,
Indonesian)

Seychelles 51,000/156 sqg. mi. Mixed
(Asians, Africans,
French)
British Indian Est. 2,000/30 sq. mi. Mixed
Ocean Territory
Special Report -8-
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Exports

US$ 104 mil (1967)
Sugar 49%
Coffee 30%
Vanilla 6%
Tobacco 5%
Sisal 4%
Graphite & Mica 4%

US$ 64 mil (1967 est.)
Sugar 95%

US$ 38 mil (1967)
Sugar 84%
Perfume essences 10%
Rum 5%
Vanilla 1%

US$ 4.7 mil {1963}
Perfume oils 22%
Vanilla 52%
Copra 10%

Sisal 8%

US$ 1.9 mil {1966}
Copra 75%
Cinnamon and vanilla 22%
Fish, guano, patchouli 3%

(Small amounts)

Copra
Coconuts
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The Seychelles: This British Crown Colony
obtained a measure of self-government in 1967
and its two competing parties keep political activ-
ity at a high level. The Seychelles Democratic
Party favors closer ties with the UK in some sort
of federation that would include the Seychelles
and Gibraltar. The Seychelles People’s United
Party at one time advocated complete independ-
ence, but more recently has been less than clear in
its programs, at times intimating that it favors
federation, at others calling for some sort of
vague autonomy. Inasmuch as the UK seems re-
luctant to accept a federal arrangement lest it
provoke similar demands from other possessions,
both parties seem to be groping for a realistic
program acceptable to the people.

British Indian Ocean Territory: The islands
of Aldabra, Farquhar, Desroches, and the Chagos
Archipelago are sparsely inhabited by migrant la-
borers and produce only small quantities of copra
and coconuts. Several oil companies have ex-
pressed interest in oil explorations in the Chagos,
but no concessions have been granted. In late
1968, Prime Minister Ramgoolam of Mauritius
reported that the Soviets also were interested in
oil exploration in this area and claimed that Mau-
ritius retained mineral rights. The territory is ad-
ministered by a British official in the Seychelles.

OUTLOOK

Although a reopening of the Suez Canal
would reduce the volume of shipping that now
passes through the western Indian Ocean, it seems
certain that there will be no relapse into isolation.
France appears determined to maintain and even

extend its influence in the area, possibly by ar-
ranging economic cooperation between Mada-
gascar, Mauritius, and the French territories, or
by increasing economic contacts with the states
culturally oriented to France. Soviet intentions
remain unclear, but Moscow appears to be inter-
ested in developing some sort of position, particu-

larly through contacts on Mauritius.
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The effect of these continuing contacts on
the islands is difficult to predict. The eventual
passing of Malagasy’s Tsiranana government will
certainly lead to a more nonaligned administra-
tion not as friendly to the US or to France. On
Mauritius, the Ramgoolam government has not
seemed particularly worried about Communist
penetration and might accept a Soviet space-
tracking or recovery facility in exchange for eco-
nomic assistance.

There appears to be little pressure for inde-
pendence on the remaining islands. The fact that
they are heavily dependent on economic subsidies
and would not be viable independent states may
not, however, prevent the eventual growth of
independence movements and a proliferation of
ministates. France and Britain probably would
not hesitate to grant independence to these rev-
enue-consuming dependencies, and the islands
could easily follow the example of the equally
nonviable former colonies of Africa.
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